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Abstract At a time of economic crisis and sharply
rising food prices, urban farming is increasingly
helping to sustain households. Gender is generally
thought to be a key variable in this but studies are still
in their infancy. Looking at the phenomenon from a
livelihood perspective and based on a survey carried out
in Buea, Cameroon, this paper deals with a number of
key issues related to gender and urban gardening,
including access to resources, division of labour and the
benefits and challenges encountered. An additional
variable, namely the marital status of the gardener, is
also considered. There appear to be important differences
between male and female gardeners in various respects,
and marital status plays a role not only among female
gardeners but to some extent among male gardeners too.
Keywords Urban gardening  Gender  Marital
status  Buea  Cameroon
Introduction
The food and agricultural sector forms the backbone
of most African economies, offering a livelihood for
a large proportion of Africa’s population. However,
the sector has been in decline in many countries since
the 1960s and African cities are now suffering from
food insecurity. Urban areas have been particularly
hard hit by declining economies and the structural
adjustment policies introduced during the 1980 and
1990s, the costs of which were disproportionately felt
by the urban poor (Rakodi 2002b). Life in urban areas
has become more expensive while employment in the
formal sector has decreased and real wages have not
kept pace with price increases, or have even declined
in absolute terms (Tacoli 2002; Bah et al. 2003;
Beauchemin and Bocquier 2003). More recently, the
prices of food and other basic commodities have been
increasing due to the global economic crisis. In West
Africa alone, there have been reports of serious social
unrest in response to the soaring costs of food in at
least five different countries (Cameroon, Burkina
Faso, Coˆte d’Ivoire, Senegal and Mauritania).
People have responded to this decline in purchas-
ing power in a number of ways, notably by diversi-
fying their incomes (e.g. Ellis 2000; De Haan and
Zoomers 2003; Kaag et al. 2004). A wide range of
activities in the informal sector are being undertaken
(e.g. Hansen and Vaa 2004) and among these, urban
agriculture is an important one. Although urban
farming is often seen as a survival strategy of the
urban poor, it is practised by urban residents in all
income categories. There are even towns where the
poor are underrepresented among urban farmers
(Foeken and Owuor 2008), but for poor and rich
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urban farmers alike, urban farming is a way ‘‘to
subsidise my income’’ (Foeken 2006).
Not surprisingly therefore, urban farming is usually
looked at from the perspective of the (urban) liveli-
hoods approach.1 Urban residents are not seen as
passive victims of adverse circumstances but as actors
developing actions and strategies—in this case urban
farming—aimed at preserving a certain livelihood
level. The key word is access, with the crucial question
being to what extent people have access to natural,
human, physical, financial and social resources (or
assets or capitals).2 According to Bebbington (1999:
2022), access is so important that ‘‘[it is] perhaps the
most critical resource of all’’.
Much has been written about livelihoods, resources
and access, but in the context of this paper one
observation—besides the above-mentioned diversifi-
cation of income sources—is of particular importance,
namely that the choice of activities and strategies
depends on a number of household and individual
characteristics, a very important one being gender
(Beall 2002). In general, urban employment opportu-
nities for women in industry, trade and commerce are
smaller than for men (Momsen 2004). Thus, according
to Kanji (1995), women increase their informal
income-generating activities to cope with the declin-
ing purchasing power of their household income by
engaging in activities that are generally concentrated
in or near their urban homes (see e.g. Wallman 1996;
Whitehead 2002; Owuor and Foeken 2006). This is
related to the fact that women’s time—and that of
women in low(er) income households in particular—is
to a large extent spent on such activities as cooking,
housekeeping and child rearing (see e.g. Levine et al.
2001). For that reason, urban farming is an attractive
informal livelihood option for these women because
‘‘it can be done close to the home, little cash is needed,
and it combines well with the prime responsibilities of
women’’ (Wilbers et al. 2004b: 2). A related conclu-
sion was drawn by Gockowski et al. (2003: 234) who
noticed that among the reasons for the high level of
participation in the cultivation and marketing of
traditional leafy vegetables in Yaounde, Cameroon,
‘‘are the low capital requirements for entry, which
allows even the poorest households to participate’’.
Focusing on urban crop cultivation (or gardening)
and using a case study from the town of Buea in
Cameroon, this paper deals with a number of gender
issues in urban farming. The central question is to what
extent female gardeners were disadvantaged com-
pared to male gardeners. Few studies have focused on
this question, but from what has been published so far,
the impression is left that women are indeed disad-
vantaged in terms of access to resources (Hovorka
et al. 2009), and this applies to unmarried women
(female-headed households) in particular (see e.g.
Foeken 2006).
Gender and urban agriculture
To fully understand the importance of urban farming
for a household’s livelihood, it is essential to look at the
different gender-specific roles of its members.3
Hovorka et al. (2009: 13–25) distinguish six ‘‘key
gender issues in urban agriculture’’: (1) women’s
involvement, (2) benefits and challenges, (3) division
of labour, (4) knowledge and preferences, (5) access
to land and control over resources, and (6) decision-
making. These six ‘key issues’ are briefly discussed
here.
It is generally held that women predominate in
urban agriculture because they bear responsibility for
household sustenance. They also tend to have lower
educational levels than men and therefore have more
difficulty finding formal employment (Hovorka 2001).
However, levels of female participation in urban
farming vary across Sub-Saharan Africa. Women
generally dominate farming in eastern and southern
Africa, although for instance in the small town of
Rhini, in the Eastern Cape province of South Africa,
‘‘female and male practitioners who cultivate a garden
(…) were evenly distributed’’ (Thornton 2008: 255).
In West Africa, men tend to have a leading role, as the
1 For the livelihood approach, see e.g. Chambers (1983), Jones
(1999), Rakodi (2002a), De Haan and Zoomers (2003), and
Kaag et al. (2004). Besides the livelihood perspective, one can
look at urban farming from other perspectives as well, such as
poverty alleviation, improving a town’s food security, provid-
ing food and income for lower-income groups, productively
using currently unused land, ‘greening’ the urban landscape,
and strengthening social relationships (community farming).
2 For more details about these resources in an (African) urban
setting, see Rakodi (2002a) and Brown and Lloyd-Jones
(2002). For a case study on urban farming from a livelihood
perspective, see for instance Foeken (2006) and Owuor and
Foeken (2006).
3 For good, recent overviews, see Wilbers et al. (2004a) and
Hovorka et al. (2009).
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case studies in Wilbers et al. (2004a)and Hovorka et al.
(2009) illustrate. Parrot et al. (2008: 250) noticed an
important change between 1995 and 2004 among peri-
urban farmers in Muea (Southwest Cameroon):
whereas in 1995, ‘‘the typical farmer in horticulture
(…) was a woman, (…) sometimes the head of the
household’’, in 2004 ‘‘more men, head of the house-
hold, adopted horticulture’’. The involvement of men
and women in urban farming can also depend on the
production system. For instance, traditional vegetable
farming in West Africa is dominated by women and
they also play an important role in marketing their
produce (Kessler et al. 2004; Danso et al. 2004; Hope
et al. 2009). In East Africa, women also dominate
vegetable gardening, while men are more active in
keeping large livestock (e.g. Kiguli and Kiguli 2004;
Foeken 2006).
Urban farming among men tends to be an income-
generating activity but for women—and especially
for those lacking access to formal employment—it is
a viable alternative to wage labour that offers both
food and an income (Gbadegesin 1991; Nabulo et al.
2004). Several studies have shown that women
generally face more challenges than men, notably
regarding access to land and productive resources
(Wilbers et.al. 2004b; Kessler et al. 2004; Anosike
and Fasona 2004; Foeken 2006).
In addition to the overall division of tasks within
urban households, which tend to be culturally deter-
mined, labour in urban agriculture is often gender-
specific too. The tasks men and women perform vary
according to factors such as their cultural background,
the socio-economic status of the household and the
types of crops or livestock involved (Hovorka et al.
2009: 17). In general, farm work in East and Southern
Africa is mostly done by women (Toriro 2009; Ishani
2009), whereas these tasks in West Africa are shared
more equally (see Hope et al. 2009).
Knowledge of farming-related practices differs
with educational level (which, as said, is generally
lower among women), the type of farming (women
generally know more about crops, men more about
livestock), and farming technologies (men know
more about technically advanced practices and
chemical inputs) (Hovorka et al. 2009). In terms of
improving knowledge by means of extension services
and technical support, women are frequently disad-
vantaged because of the more traditional types of
farming they engage in (Kessler et al. 2004; Toriro
2009). There are normally gender differences regard-
ing certain preferences and priorities, such as roles
and responsibilities, the location of plots, modes of
production and the use of benefits (Hovorka et al.
2009).
Practically all the studies considering gender
aspects related to urban agriculture stress the disad-
vantaged position of women regarding access to land
(see Wilbers et al. 2004a; Hovorka et al. 2009). In many
cases, women may have access to land but it is the men
who own it (Ishani 2009); in Kevane’s (2004: 48)
words, ‘‘women are owners of crops and not owners of
fields’’. As a result, women often have to rely on plots
that are smaller, more peripheral and/or of lower
quality (Kessler et al. 2004; Anosike and Fasona 2004;
Nabulo et al. 2004), although there are also examples of
equal access to land among men and women (Hope
et al. 2009; Toriro 2009; Njenga et al. 2009). Women
generally face more constraints regarding other pro-
ductive inputs, especially the more expensive ones like
irrigation and chemicals (Foeken 2006; Wilbers et al.
2004b; Chancellor 2004; Toriro 2009). The same goes
for access to microcredit (Nabulo et al. 2004; Toriro
2009). As a result of the above-mentioned constraints,
productivity and harvests among female farmers
are usually (much) smaller than among male farmers
(e.g. Foeken 2006: 61).
There is a relationship between access to land and
inputs, on the one hand, and the power to make
decisions, on the other, at least in male-headed
households with one or more female spouses (Hov-
orka et al. 2009). The few studies paying attention to
this gender aspect report that women have a bigger
say in traditional (vegetable) farming, while men are
more likely to decide on financial investments and
sales and the use of any income generated (Toriro
2009).
In sum, ‘‘the patterns of key gender issues that
emerge from the [literature] are overwhelmingly
similar, revealing that in most urban agriculture
contexts men own land, have access to greater
resources, make decisions, and reap more benefits
than women’’ (Hovorka et al. 2009: 14). It should be
mentioned, however, that there are also studies in
which less clear-cut gender differences were
recorded, such as the citywide surveys in Mbeya
and Morogoro in Tanzania (Foeken et al. 2004) and a
study among vegetable farmers in Accra (Hope et al.
2009).
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The Buea study
Given the vastness of the above ‘key gender issues’
and the available funding, the present study focused
on a limited number of gender issues in urban
farming, such as the reasons for urban farming,
access to land, crop choice, access to certain inputs,
the division of labour, and the benefits of urban
farming as well as the challenges. The study was
carried out in three adjoining neighbourhoods called
Upper Farms, Middle Farms and Lower Farms in the
urban agglomeration of Buea in south-western Cam-
eroon.4 Buea is situated on the eastern slopes of Mt
Cameroon and enjoys fertile volcanic soils and plenty
of rainfall. Farming within the town’s boundaries has
been common practice since the start of the colonial
period, not only among Europeans but also among
Africans (Page 2002). A study carried out by Ngwa
(1987) in the mid-1980s revealed that most urban
farmers were government employees who were
growing crops primarily for the pleasure they
received from doing so and, to a lesser extent, for
financial gain. Ten years later, the proportion of
households involved in agriculture appeared to have
increased considerably5 and plots had become bigger,
while the main reason for practising farming was now
financial due to the severe salary cuts and retrench-
ments in the context of Cameroon’s structural
adjustment policies (Page 2002).
Buea is growing rapidly, which is being fuelled by
the annual immigration of some 7,000 persons to the
country’s only English-language university (Folifac
et al. 2009). The population of the town proper is
about 57,000 but the agglomeration pushes this figure
up to about 250,000 inhabitants (Ibid.). Buea is a
typical administrative town with ‘‘a particularly high
proportion of civil servants’’ (Page 2002: 46). The
rapid rate of urbanization has meant that there is a
huge demand for food which has pushed up the prices
of foodstuffs.6 Buea has virtually no secondary
(industrial) economic activity that could offer jobs
to the unemployed and even the few who are
fortunate enough to have employment, such as
hairdressers, police officers, school teachers, univer-
sity lecturers, business persons or penitentiary offi-
cers, complain about the difficulties they face in
feeding their households. Many people have thus
resorted to urban farming to complement the family’s
food supply and improve their household’s income.
Unlike other towns in the South West Region of
Cameroon where animal husbandry and large-scale
farming of food crops such as plantains and cassava
are common, in Buea farmers concentrate on urban
gardening, i.e. the cultivation of crops for food and/or
income purposes. For example, there is no poultry in
Buea, while no one is known for rearing goats/sheep
for the market, or keeping bees or fish. The town is
supplied with such products from other towns, but
fresh vegetables are produced locally as people take
advantage of the enabling weather, fertile volcanic
soils and the fact that it does not require much land to
raise a garden.
The town of Buea is very hilly, which generally
makes agriculture challenging, but Upper Farms,
Middle Farms and Lower Farms happen to be located
on relatively level terrain that is suitable for garden-
ing.7 This may also explain why most government
offices and government-owned open spaces, which
are now rented out to gardeners, are found in this area
of town. In addition, the three areas are located near
deep ravines, some of which retain water even in the
dry season when gardening is at its peak. The three
neighbourhoods enjoy good road networks and are
strategically located near Great Soppo and Muea
markets to allow for the easy transportation of
vegetables to sell. However, the major problem is
that these positive externalities have made the area
very attractive for other urban land uses as well, such
as real estate development, which casts doubts about
how long urban gardening will survive here.
In terms of socio-economic status, there is some
difference between Upper Farms and Middle Farms
on the one hand, and Lower Farms on the other.
4 Middle Farms and Lower Farms have recently been grouped
together into one area called Lower Farms. What is described
here is the situation as it was at the time of the survey, i.e. three
different areas.
5 To the extent that civil servants talked of themselves in such
terms as ‘‘we’re all farmers now’’ (Page 2002: 48).
6 For instance, the price of a small basket of tomatoes in Great
Soppo market rose from CFA 250 to CFA 650 between 1999
and April 2008 and the price of a single cabbage in Muea
Footnote 6 continued
market from CFA 100 to CFA 500 (price observations made in
April 2008 by first author).
7 The name ‘Farms’ refers to the food production that was
common in these areas during the colonial period (Page 2002).
106 GeoJournal (2012) 77:103–118
123
Upper and Middle Farms are built around Buea’s two
main prisons and many of the residents are employed
in the public service as penitentiary officers. Most of
the houses there are government-owned and rented by
the residents. Lower Farms has fewer government-
owned houses and public offices and fewer residents
employed in the public service. Hence, residents have
more varied occupations, if they are in employment at
all. Upper and Middle Farms can be described as
medium-income areas and Lower Farms as a low-to-
medium-income area.
Fieldwork for the study was done between June
2006 and December 2007. The main part consisted of
a survey using a structured questionnaire among 100
male gardeners and 100 female gardeners. In addi-
tion, field observations on gardening practices were
recorded. Secondary data were obtained from the
University of Buea Library, the National Geographic
Centre in Yaounde´, private libraries, as well as local
administrative offices.
The 200 gardeners were selected by means of the
snowball circulation technique, in which additional
participants are added via referrals from initial partic-
ipants. Given the limited financial funding for this
study, this sampling method was considered to be
suitable to find out quickly who was in charge of which
plot, i.e. to identify the right person to interview.
During sampling, it was seen to it that male and female
gardeners were never from the same household.
Moreover, male gardeners were only selected if they
were also the head of their household.8 Only one
person was thus interviewed from each household,
namely the person who (according to him/herself) was
effectively in charge of the household’s garden. Out of
the 200 questionnaires, 95 were administered in
Middle Farms, 60 in Upper Farms, 40 in Lower Farms
and another 5 in neighbouring Bonduma where urban
gardening is also practised.
Out of the 100 female gardeners, 39 were the head
of their household, which made a comparison possi-
ble between male-headed and female-headed house-
holds. The other 61 female gardeners were members
of male-headed households (but never the spouses of
any of the 100 male gardeners selected). Even so,
only 45 of the 100 male gardeners appeared to be
married, which left no fewer than 55 who were not
(i.e. single, widowed, separated or divorced).9 This
makes it possible to not only compare between male
gardeners and female gardeners, but also—within
both groups—between married and unmarried gar-
deners. Hence, besides the main question regarding
differences between men and women, it was possible
to add a second question, namely how far the
gardener’s marital status played a role in the studied
issues.10 As the findings show, the comparison
between male and female gardeners is too simplistic
and hides sometimes important differences in the
underlying characteristics (in this case, the marital
status) of the gardeners. It would appear that this is a
new dimension in the literature on gender aspects in
urban agriculture.
Gender profile of the gardeners
Table 1 presents some basic characteristics of the
study groups. The unmarried female gardeners (i.e.
the female household heads) were, on average,
somewhat younger than the other three groups of
farmers which is due to the relatively high percentage
(44%) of women aged between 20 and 30 years.
8 The rationale behind this was as follows. In the research area
it is common to find several adult men living in one house, with
just one woman cooking for all of them. It is also not rare to
find a man and his wife (and their children in some cases)
living permanently as members of a household in which neither
of them is the household head. The real household head may
also have a wife and children but they are accommodating
another family (like a household within a household). Includ-
ing such men in the sample runs the risk of getting wrong
answers or ‘‘don’t knows’’ on questions regarding household
characteristics as well as on questions who rented the land, who
decides what is planted, who buys the seeds and farm
chemicals, who decides what is sold from the crops, who
performs which labour, who participates in seminars and
workshops about the garden, etc. To avoid such confusion, it
was decided to deal only with the ‘ultimate head-of-household’
for men as well as the ‘ultimate woman-in-the-house’ for
women.
9 This surprisingly high percentage of unmarried male gar-
deners is an interesting finding in itself because it suggests that
this group is quite overrepresented among the male gardeners
(unfortunately, we do not know of any comparison study).
This, in turn, indicates that these unmarried household
heads have a greater need to grow crops than their married
counterparts. The findings presented below suggest that this
may indeed be the case.
10 It is important to note that there were no cases of polygamy
among the research population. Polygamy does exist in
Cameroon, but not so much in the South West Region, and
even less in urban areas.
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Nevertheless, the average size of these women’s
households was not much smaller than that of
households with a married couple (i.e. the married
male gardeners and the married female gardeners)
because most of the female heads (77%) were single
mothers. Over half of the unmarried male gardeners
were single men, which explains the smaller house-
hold sizes in this group.
The main occupations of the gardener, his/her
spouse and any other household members have been
used to construct a crude household welfare index
(see Table 1, Note 2).11 The average welfare indexes
for each study group are given in Table 1. Although
there is no statistically significant difference between
male and female gardeners, the difference between
married and unmarried gardeners is; and not only
among the female gardeners but also among the male
gardeners. Especially the low welfare level of the
female-headed households was conspicuous; the
more so because household size was almost the same
as in the other three groups. Only one female head
was a civil servant and most had no job at all. If there
were other income earners in these households, this
income usually (54%) came from low-earning petty
business activities (compared with 16% in the other
three groups combined). In short, these figures
indicate that female-headed households were (much)
less well-off than those in the other three categories,
which is in line with the findings of other studies (see
e.g. Foeken 2006).
The reasons for gardening
Table 2 presents the main reasons for gardening
among the 200 gardeners. A number of observations
can be made. First, producing food was a more
important objective for female gardeners than for
male gardeners. This does not mean that the food
objective was of no importance to male gardeners,
particularly among the unmarried male gardeners.
Second, although for only a fifth of all gardeners the
income objective was the sole reason for growing
crops, for a majority of the gardeners it was at least
one of the reasons. In general, the income generated
was more important for male gardeners than for
female gardeners. However, for the female-headed
households (the right-hand column in Table 2), the
income objective was as important as the food
objective, which can be related to the meagre sources
of income in these households. For some, gardening
was primarily practised to earn money, to pay for
children’s schooling and health needs. The income
Table 1 Some characteristics of the gardeners, by study group
Male gardeners Female gardeners
Married Unmarried Married Unmarried
(N = 45) (N = 55) (N = 61) (N = 39)
Average age of gardenera (years) 43 40 39 33
Average household sizea (persons) 5.8 4.5 6.0 5.5
Household welfare indexb (average) 5.9 4.5 5.7 2.9
Differences between the frequency distributions were tested using the Mann-Whitney U statistical test at P = 0.05. Significant
differences between male gardeners and female gardeners are indicated with bold and bolditalic. Significant differences between
married and unmarried male gardeners and/or between married and unmarried female gardeners are indicated with figures in italic
a Based on class middles
b On a scale of 0 to 9. The calculation is based on the occupational status of the household head, the head’s spouse (if present) and
any other household members. The highest value (3) is given to ‘civil servants’ (penitentiary officers, teachers, police officers etc.)
followed by ‘formal-sector workers’ (2), ‘petty business persons’ in the informal sector (1) and the ‘unemployed’ (0). The maximum
score is thus 9 (3 civil servants) and the minimum is 0 (3 unemployed). The index is not corrected for household size because
household incomes in the Sub-Saharan context tend to be divided between the head and his spouse(s)
11 As explained in note 2 with Table 1, this ‘household welfare
index’ is based on the main occupations of the various
household members and not on household cash income (which
tends to be a quite unreliable measure and therefore was not
asked for) or a list of items the household possesses. In the
local context, where household income depends to a large
extent on whether one or more household members is a civil
servant, a welfare index based on the members’ main
occupations, is, according to the authors, a fairly good proxy
of the actual welfare level of a household (even though it is
obvious that it can never be more than a crude indication).
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aspect for female gardeners should not be underes-
timated. One female gardener revealed that ‘‘the
amount of money I make monthly from my tomato
garden, especially in the dry season, makes me feel
richer than a college teacher’’, while another com-
mented that ‘‘the salary I receive from the govern-
ment is grossly insufficient to sustain my family; my
garden is of great help’’.
The third observation from Table 2 is that for
some people in Buea, gardening was primarily a
hobby. These were only male gardeners with secure
employment and a reasonable income. However, the
table also shows that this was less common among
the unmarried male gardeners than among the
married ones, which may be related to the lower
percentage of civil servants and the higher percentage
of unemployed among the unmarried male gardeners.
These hobby gardeners simply enjoy gardening,
whereby the financial costs of production remain of
no concern for them.
The main reason for gardening in town was to
some extent reflected by the choice of crops (see
Fig. 1). There was a general preference for high-
value crops12 because of high demand, favourable
prices and easy marketing possibilities. In Buea,
tomatoes and, to a lesser extent, cabbages are the
most popular and frequently planted garden crops and
are suitable as they thrive in relatively small plots.13
Other crops include lettuce, improved bitter leaf,
okra, water leaf, cucumber, huckleberry, carrots,
pepper and assorted spices. The market for these
vegetables is not limited to Buea but includes other
towns such as Limbe and Douala. Among the
research population, tomatoes were the most popular
crop (either or not in combination with cabbages). As
Fig. 1 shows, tomatoes were more often cultivated by
the male gardeners (56%) than by the female
gardeners (24%). This difference partly reflects the
relatively high input costs for these crops. Further
analysis revealed that a large majority of the house-
holds cultivating tomatoes belonged to the medium-
and high-welfare categories.14 Even so, very few
married female gardeners whose spouse was unem-
ployed grew tomatoes because the capital inputs
required are usually provided by the male spouse.
In terms of crop choice, unmarried female farmers
were again a special group (Fig. 1). Compared with
the other three groups, they were much more inclined
to cultivate basic food crops (64 vs. 25% of the
combined male gardeners and married female gar-
deners) such as maize, beans, potatoes and okra.
Feeding the household would appear to be their prime
concern but the income objective had to be realised
from these same, relatively low-rewarding crops. A
large majority of the female heads were unemployed
and none of those cultivated tomatoes. Of the eight
female heads that did have an external income, half
Table 2 Main reasons for gardening, by study group (%)*
Male gardeners Female gardeners
Married Unmarried Married Unmarried
(N = 45) (N = 55) (N = 61) (N = 39)
To supplement household food supply 51 69 89 79
To generate additional income 62 62 33 74
Hobby/pleasure/exercise 22 11 0 0
Differences between the frequency distributions were tested using the Pearson Chi-Square statistical test at P = 0.05. Significant
differences between male gardeners and female gardeners are indicated with bold. Significant differences between married and
unmarried male gardeners and/or between married and unmarried female gardeners are indicated with figures in bolditalic
* Totals exceed 100%
12 High value crops are crops that are relatively cost-intensive
to produce, i.e. they require more regular watering, use of
pesticides and fertilisers than others. They are also more
expensive in the open market. In the research area, such garden
crops include tomatoes, carrots, cabbages, leeks and lettuce.
Parrot et al. (2008) found an increase of the importance of cash
crops and horticultural crops and a strong decline of staple
crops between 1995 and 2004 in neighbouring (peri-urban)
Muea.
13 In terms of Webb’s (1998) ‘index of crop importance’,
tomatoes would score high in the context of Buea.
14 Referring to Table 1, Note 2, ‘medium’ is a score of 4 to 6
and ‘high’ of 7 to 9.
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grew tomatoes, including the one civil servant in the
group. The major obstacles for these poor households
are a lack of capital and time, as the cultivation
of high-value crops is both financially and time
intensive.
Access to land and improved seeds
A substantial percentage (about 45%) of gardens in
the Buea agglomeration are located on government-
owned land, usually around government-rented
houses and public offices and in open spaces
belonging to the government (BRC, n.d.). This is
even more the case in the three Farms neighbour-
hoods where over 90% of urban open space belongs
to the government. Access to this land does not seem
to be based on gender differences. For instance,
people in Buea can obtain a plot to garden on by
applying to the municipality. From the municipal files
covering the 5 years between 2002 and 2006, it was
possible to establish that more women (59%) than
men (41%) obtained a plot in this way (Ibid.). From
discussions with respondents, it emerged that the
leasing of urban open spaces by Buea Council is
organised on the basis of three criterions: (a) first-
come-first-served; (b) the applicant’s ability to pay
the rent; and (c) the preparedness to respect the
Council’s conditions regarding the types of crops that
can be cultivated and the methods of cultivation.15
Men and women have equal opportunities concerning
urban open spaces.
Equality of access for both sexes was confirmed by
the research findings. For instance, the large majority
of the gardeners—male and female alike—agreed
that anyone can rent land from the Municipal Council
and almost all of them actually farmed on govern-
ment-owned land, i.e. either in their compound of a
government-rented house or in a government-owned
open space. About 65% of male gardeners and 40%
of married female gardeners had rented a plot on an
open space. However, this figure was much higher
among unmarried female gardeners (82%) because
few of them lived in government houses with
compounds. Moreover, none of the unmarried female
gardeners owned any land, while some gardeners in
the other three groups did. Interestingly, 25% of the
male gardeners—but none of the female gardeners—
refused to answer the question about how they had
acquired their plots.16
Although access to land as such does not show
gender differences, it is different when looking at plot
sizes (Table 3). The overall average plot size per
household was about 380 m2, which is larger than
Page (2002) found in 1998. In general, male garden-
ers cultivated bigger plots than female gardeners.
This is particularly due to the high percentages of
female gardeners with small plots (i.e. less than
300 m2). The fact that unmarried male gardeners as
well as unmarried female gardeners had somewhat
bigger plots than their married counterparts (though
not statistically significant among the female garden-
ers) may be related to the higher ‘level of survival’ by
means of gardening for the former groups, which is in
line with the fact that more married gardeners—or
their spouses—were employed than unmarried ones.
Improved seeds can better withstand climatic and
biological influences and result in larger harvests. A
substantial proportion of the male (80%) and female
Fig. 1 Types of crops cultivated, by study group (%).
Differences between the frequency distributions were tested
using the Pearson Chi-Square statistical test at P = 0.05. The
differences between men and women, and between married and
unmarried female gardeners are significant
15 As for the Council’s conditions, it is for instance not
permitted to plant perennial crops on public spaces. Also, those
cultivating near streets are not allowed to plant crops that grow
taller than one metre (such as maize), as such crops may
constitute hiding places for thugs, particularly at night. Slash-
and-burn farming is also not permitted near streets and public
offices.
16 This might be interpreted as a sign of corruption in favour of
men.
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(62%) gardeners in Buea did buy improved seeds,
with the majority purchasing them in neat packages
from local shops. Ten gardeners (nine men and one
woman) went to the nearest agricultural research
post—either the South West Development Authority
(SOWEDA) in Buea or the Agricultural Research and
Development Institute (IRAD) in Ekona—to pur-
chase improved seeds for their gardens. The above
figures suggest that more male than female gardeners
could afford the costs of improved seeds. This links
with the finding that more men than women have
access to sources of income other than gardening;
hence, more men than women can afford to grow
high value crops and purchase improved seeds. The
percentage of unmarried female gardeners who did
not (or were not able to) purchase improved seeds
was much higher (44%) than among the other three
groups (14%), which is once again an indication of
their difficult financial situation.
Some 20% of all gardeners did not buy seeds.
Some depended on relatives or friends for seeds but
most of them (15%) were confident that they can
select seeds from one harvest and successfully store
and prepare them for another planting season.
Division of labour
Appendix gives an overview of the division of labour
between the sexes for various activities related to
urban gardening in Buea. The first (general) obser-
vation from these figures is that for each of the
activities, the work was to some extent divided
between the men and the women in the household,
with the notable exception of unmarried female
gardeners’ households. Even preparing land, which
is typically a ‘man’s domain’ in Sub-Sahara Africa’s
agriculture (and in the area under study this involves
the tedious task of digging out elephant grass), was
carried out by a woman in the household in about
25% of the male-headed households (which includes
the households of the married female gardeners). This
was also the only task that (male) hired labour was
used for, albeit in only ten households (5%).17
The second general observation that emerges from
Appendix is that the females in the male-headed
households were more involved in various gardening
tasks than men, irrespective of whether the gardener
was a man or a woman.18 In addition to land
preparation, there appeared to be two exceptions to
this rule. The first involved the weeding of plots of
the unmarried male gardeners and the second was the
Table 3 Size of garden (m2/household), by study group (%)
Male gardeners Female gardeners
Married Unmarried Married Unmarried
(N = 45) (N = 55) (N = 61) (N = 39)
\300 36 20 64 51
300–799 60 76 25 44
800? 4 4 11 5
Total 100 100 100 100
Estimated average plot size* (m2) 394 470 308 342
Differences between the frequency distributions were tested using the Mann-Whitney U statistical test at P = 0.05. Significant
differences between male gardeners and female gardeners are indicated with bold and bolditalic. Significant differences between
married and unmarried male gardeners and/or between married and unmarried female gardeners are indicated with figures in italic
* Based on class middles
17 This is in sharp contrast with the findings of Ngwa (1987) in
the mid-1980s when most labour was carried out by hired
labourers, but also with Parrot et al. (2008) who noticed a
strong increase of hired labour between 1995 and 2004 among
horticulturalists in peri-urban (neighbouring) Muea. At the end
of the 1990s, Page (2002) found that wives and youth did most
of the work, although Bakweri women were sometimes
employed to do the initial land clearance. The present study
did not see any evidence of an ethnic division of labour and
confirms that labour was predominantly recruited from within
the household; in other words, most households can no longer
afford the extra costs of hiring labour.
18 This becomes clear when for each task presented in
Appendix , the category ‘both males and females’ is added to
‘males in the household’ and ‘females in the household’,
respectively.
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application of chemicals to the plots of the married
male gardeners. For both exceptions, there does not
appear to be a ready explanation.
Despite the observations in the previous paragraph,
a third conclusion to be drawn from Appendix is that
married male gardeners were more involved in
agricultural tasks on their own plots than the husbands
of the married female gardeners were on the latter’s
plots. Apparently, many married male gardeners did
not hesitate to perform such ‘female tasks’ as sowing,
weeding and watering when it concerned their own
crops. Land preparation was again the (expected)
exception. Interestingly, when it came to harvesting
and selling of the married female gardeners’ crop, the
men in these households were also involved. This is
an indication that when it comes to actually benefit-
ting from the activities of the female spouse’s garden,
the male spouse appears on stage.19
One would expect more male involvement on the
plots of the unmarried male gardeners than on the
plots of the married male gardeners, as there is no
female spouse in the former households. Surprisingly,
that was only clearly the case with sowing/planting
which suggests that despite the ‘lack’ of a female
spouse, other females (like daughters) in the house-
holds of the unmarried male gardeners performed (a
lot of) labour in the household head’s garden.
Sometimes this may be even more than the females
in the households of the married male gardeners (like
for instance with applying chemicals, harvesting and
selling the harvest). Conspicuously, the unmarried
male gardeners appeared to be only marginally
involved in selling the harvest. This may be because
unmarried men hesitate to sit with women in markets
retailing vegetables and they find it easier to ask a
female relative to take on this task and sell their
produce on their behalf.
Finally, some exceptions to the trends described
above can be found among the unmarried female
gardeners. Although in some of these female-headed
households, there are one or more female members
old enough and strong enough to work in the garden,
the figures in Appendix show that female gardeners
did almost all the work themselves, including land
preparation, weeding and applying chemicals. The
importance of these latter two tasks should not be
underestimated because the high amount of rainfall
and high average temperatures in the research area
may be good for crops but also present ideal
conditions for weeds, fungi, insects and other pests
to proliferate.
Since most of the respondents were employed,
work in the garden could not usually be done during
daytime hours on working days. In general, the
working patterns of male and female gardeners did
not differ very much in this respect. About a third of
the respondents indicated that work in their garden
was done early in the morning before household
heads left home to engage in other duties. Such early
morning gardening activities included watering the
nurseries or vegetable beds or harvesting fruit and
vegetables. Women and female children were the
ones who mostly did the watering and harvesting of
crops, getting up early to carry out their routine
household chores such as food preparation, fetching
water, child care and cleaning, and tending their
gardens.
About half of the gardeners worked in their gardens
in the evening. However, this was more common
among male gardeners than among female gardeners,
apparently because the men have limited domestic
responsibilities (see e.g. Levine et al. 2001). This was
confirmed by the way gardeners spent their free time.
Over 80% of female gardeners spent their evenings
performing tasks such as cooking, sewing or helping
their children with their homework. Conversely, 75%
of the male gardeners reported that they spent time in
the evenings with friends in beer parlours, at tradi-
tional meetings or at home watching TV.
Benefits and challenges
As indicated in Table 2, the most important benefit
for the large majority of gardeners was the increase in
their food security, a finding reported in other studies
as well (see e.g. Freeman 1993; Foeken 2006). This
was confirmed by answers about their household’s
most important food source. Almost 66% of the
gardeners considered their own food production as
the most important source of calories and protein.
However, there was a substantial difference between
male and female gardeners in this respect, namely 35
and 92%, respectively. Although this may partly be a
matter of different perceptions by men and women, it
19 See the 54 and 72% ‘both males and females’ for
‘harvesting’ and ‘selling the harvest’, respectively, in the
‘married female gardeners’ column in Appendix .
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may also be explained by the fact that male gardeners
are more involved in commercial crop cultivation
than female farmers. Female-headed households in
particular relied heavily on their urban gardens for
their household’s food security, as all except one
regarded their garden as their most important source
of food.
Gardeners do not only grow crops for quantity but
also to improve the household’s dietary composition.
Usually it is easier and cheaper for residents in the
study area to purchase calorie-rich foodstuffs like
cassava, plantains, cocoyam and potatoes than to buy
vitamin and protein sources like vegetables. For most
of the respondents, therefore, having gardens near
their home is indispensable in providing the house-
hold with an adequately balanced diet.
Buea town gardeners faced manifold problems
(Table 4). Respondents were asked to indicate the
major problems they face. The most frequently
mentioned problem concerned the high prices of
agricultural chemicals such as fertilizers, pesticides
and fungicides. This is an important issue in Buea
because the hot humid climate causes substantial pre-
harvest and post-harvest losses due to birds, rodents,
fungi and a host of microbes. Popular opinion in town
is that tomatoes, leeks, cabbages and carrots are
especially vulnerable in this respect. Table 4 shows
that this was particularly a problem for female
farmers. These women said that the high price of
chemicals constituted the greatest barrier to the
cultivation of crops with a high market value, and
at the same time contributed to restricting the size of
the garden they wanted to cultivate. Those female
gardeners who were married and depended on their
spouses for capital said that the high cost of
chemicals was onerous as they always needed to
develop strategies to obtain money from their spouses
for this purpose. Those unmarried male gardeners and
unmarried female gardeners who had no or little other
income said they always had difficulties to get money
from friends, relatives and microcredit organisations
to cover gardening costs. However, the fact that more
women than men cited this as their principal problem
confirms the earlier finding that most male gardeners
in this part of Buea were employed in other economic
sectors and were thus more likely to be able to afford
the cost of chemicals than women.
Lack of farm equipment to assist cultivation
appeared to be a typical male gardeners’ complaint,
although quite a number of the unmarried female
gardeners mentioned this as well (see Table 4). The
background to this is the recent hike in taxes in
Cameroon—particularly in Value Added Tax
(VAT)—on the prices of basic commodities. This
tax reform was one of the measures endorsed by the
government in order to be eligible for the Highly
Indebted Poor Countries Initiative. Costs of farm
implements such as cutlasses and hoes have
increased. This is especially felt by the men because,
culturally, it is the man who buys tools for his
household, regardless of whether he himself practises
farming or not, and by those female heads who do not
have a man in the household to buy this equipment on
their behalf.
Lack of education and training is a crucial
limitation to the success of gardening in Buea and
Table 4 Problems with urban gardening, by study group (%)*
Male gardeners Female gardeners
Married Unmarried Married Unmarried
(N = 45) (N = 55) (N = 61) (N = 39)
Expensive farm chemicals 24 29 97 100
Lack of farm equipment 82 71 0 33
Lack of education/training 18 24 59 64
Theft 27 40 18 5
Lack of land 38 20 20 8
Market constraints 2 9 15 0
Differences between the frequency distributions were tested using the Pearson Chi-Square statistical test at P = 0.05. Significant
differences between male gardeners and female gardeners are indicated with bold and bolditalic. Significant differences between
married and unmarried male gardeners and/or between married and unmarried female gardeners are indicated with figures in italic
* Totals exceed 100%
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it was the third highest constraint in urban gardening
(Table 4). This applies to female gardeners in
particular, most of whom indicated that they did not
actually know which pesticides needed to be applied
on which crop, in what quantities and how frequently.
The entire application activity seemed to be based on
a trial-and-error basis and some respondents reported
that certain small non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) had organised workshops to educate urban
farmers in Buea in the use of agricultural chemicals
and marketing strategies. Unfortunately the NGOs
were reported to have invited only heads of house-
holds, which technically disqualified some women
from participating in the training sessions even
though they were the main gardeners in their
households. As one of the female gardeners said,
‘‘[M]y husband does not work in my garden, but he
was invited for training. I, who works in the garden,
was not invited simply because I’m not the head of
any family.’’ This opinion was echoed by a number of
other women who were equally keen to participate in
training but had not been invited to do so.
Quite a number of gardeners mentioned theft as a
serious setback to their activities. This appeared to be
more of a problem for male gardeners than for female
gardeners (Table 4) and could be related to the
relatively high market value of their crops, as more
men than women cultivated high-value crops that
attract thieves. Table 4 also shows that among the
male gardeners, the unmarried ones complained more
often about theft (although the difference is not
statistically significant). This may be due to the fact
that quite a number of the latter (20%) had a
relatively unprotected garden, for example some-
where near a major road, while the large majority of
the other three gardeners’ groups (93%) had rela-
tively protected gardens near their houses or near a
public office. Respondents indicated that theft was on
the increase. A possible explanation could be the
deteriorating economic situation of the ordinary
Cameroonian over the years, resulting in high levels
of unemployment and poverty. The continuous
increase in food prices, especially in Buea, has only
exacerbated the desperation of those lacking access to
food.
Lack of land was also mentioned by quite a
number of gardeners, especially men, and the married
male gardeners in particular (38%) (see Table 4).
High rates of urbanisation are not only driving up
food prices but also forcing people to compete for
land. With an economy that does not seem to be
improving, male household heads are under pressure
to meet their families’ needs, even through agricul-
ture. The lack of available farmland is affecting them
more than others.
Factors like these undermine the urban gardening
sector and the involvement of poor persons of both
sexes in urban gardening for income generation. So
rather than fostering food self-sufficiency, prices of
garden crops are actually increasing, making nutritious
vegetables less accessible to many poor people. Such
limitations are accentuating the food crisis, particularly
in a town like Buea with its high urbanisation rate.
When asked how such problems could be solved,
respondents came up with the obvious suggestions:
prices of farm chemicals and equipment should be
reduced, farmers should be educated in the use of
chemicals, and more undeveloped urban land should be
made available to interested gardeners. However,
specific solutions were also mentioned. For instance,
79% of the male gardeners and 31% of the female
gardeners suggested the provision of cooled, public
storage facilities so that the severe post-harvest losses
could be reduced. A step further was the suggestion
that the government should build a tomato factory so
that there would always be a ready market for tomato
farmers. Another example mentioned by some gar-
deners concerned the organisation of agricultural
shows to encourage farmers and offer them further
opportunities for education.
Conclusions
According to Kevane (2004: 1), ‘‘a common outcome
of the gendering of social activity is an unequal and
inefficient distribution, between men and women, of
the capabilities for realizing well-being.’’ Urban crop
cultivation is one such social activity, from which
‘‘men reap more benefits than women’’, as Hovorka
et al. (2009: 14) argue. Indeed, as for most of the
gender issues in urban agriculture outlined above, the
findings of the Buea study were more or less in line
with the general picture outlined by Hovorka et al.
(2009).20 For instance, compared to male gardeners,
20 Moreover, nearly all differences between male gardeners
and female gardeners appeared to be statistically significant.
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female gardeners had smaller plots and regarded
gardening chiefly as a supplementary source of food
for their households, while men tended to see it first
and foremost as a supplementary source of income.
This was also visible in the types of crops the female
gardeners cultivated (fewer commercial crops and
more food crops) and the very high percentage
claiming that their urban garden was their house-
hold’s most important source of food. As for the
division of labour, although all the tasks to be done
were also carried out by men, the women did most of
the work, irrespective of whose plot it was. Male and
female gardeners also differed in terms of the
problems they perceived regarding urban farming.
While female gardeners complained about the high
costs of chemical inputs and the lack of education and
training, their male counterparts worried more about
expensive farm equipment and to a lesser extent also
theft and lack of land. Only in terms of access to land,
no difference between men and women was found.
However, this general gender division conceals
substantial differences between married and unmar-
ried female gardeners. The latter (female-headed
households) are often portrayed as equal to poverty,
or even the ‘poorest of the poor’. Although Chant
(2007) calls this the ‘myth of the female-headed
household’, the present study does confirm that the
unmarried female gardeners were worse off than their
married colleagues. They appeared to be significantly
poorer, so the income aspect of their gardening
activities was as important as the food one, even
though they were barely involved in commercial
cropping. The additional income generated had to
come mainly from selling their small surpluses of
food crops. In terms of labour, they had practically no
help from any male household member, not even with
preparing the land. Many of them complained of a
lack of farm equipment, while none of the married
female gardeners did. These differences illustrate the
female-headed households’ difficult situation, the
more so because very few had a civil servant (and
thus a regular income) in the household. As a result,
they had to a large extent to rely on their urban
garden for the household’s food supply but were
hardly in a position to invest in it.
To a lesser extent, there also appeared to be
differences between the married and unmarried male
gardeners. The results suggest that the latter were quite
overrepresented, which may be related to their
(statistically significant) lower welfare level, due to
the fact that there were comparatively fewer civil
servants and more unemployed people among them.
Probably for that reason, they cultivated larger plots
and were more focused on their household’s food
supply in comparison with the married male gardeners.
Like other studies on urban farming, the Buea study
shows that farming in town is an important livelihood
activity for both men and women. There is no sign that
the number of people involved in agriculture will
significantly decline in the near future (World Bank
2007) and many of these farmers will live in urban
areas. In Cameroon for instance, between 10 and 30%
of all farmers are expected to live in towns by 2030
(Parrot et al. 2008: 254). The rise in informal urban
horticulture will require new efforts from local gov-
ernments and support institutions to guide and monitor
this process. The reduction of land availability coupled
with the increasing number of urban farmers requires
the intensification of agriculture and adequate land
policies (Ibid.: 255). Appropriate policies in the field
of urban agriculture are needed to encourage gardeners
to change from growing food on an ad hoc basis to
being reliable partners in the food production process,
and thus transforming urban areas from essentially
food-consuming to food-producing places. Some of
these policies will and can be ‘gender-neutral’ (i.e. as
having no discernable differentiated impact on either
male or female). Examples in the Buea context are
(1) a reduction of the price for farm implements and
(chemical) inputs, so that these become more afford-
able to low-income gardeners; (2) the provision of
means to conserve harvests to prevent post-harvest
losses; (3) increased accessibility to microcredit to
both the men and women who hope to venture into
gardening; and (4) the possibility of renting private
open spaces from owners and in turn leasing them to
gardeners.
However, ‘gender-neutral’ policy measures are not
enough, because, according to Cornwall (2004: 29),
‘‘‘gender-neutral’ policies are often simply ‘gender-
blind’ (i.e. lacking ‘awareness of distinctions of
gender’, or refusing ‘to acknowledge gender’)’’.
Education by means of training programmes on
new farming techniques—such as the application of
farm chemicals—focusing on female gardeners is one
possible ‘gender-sensitive’ policy measure; the more
so as the female gardeners in Buea themselves
expressed a need for it. Another gender-sensitive
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policy could be the stimulation of community-based
organisations focusing on urban gardening. Many
such groups exist in Sub-Saharan Africa, especially
among women. If well organised, they can be quite
successful, as was shown for instance in Cotonou
(Brock and Foeken 2006) or in Peddie, South Africa
(Thornton 2009). Yet, pro-female government poli-
cies are still very rare in Africa because it requires a
fundamental change in people’s thinking. In other
words, to quote Kevane’s (2004: 191) conclusion,
‘‘much work remains to be done’’.
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Table 5 Division of labour, by study group (%)
Male gardeners Female gardeners
Married Unmarried Married Unmarried
(N = 45) (N = 55) (N = 61) (N = 39)
Land preparation
Males in household 69 73 66 3
Females in household 22 26 16 92
Both males and females 2 2 7 5
Hired labour 7 0 12 0
Total 100 100 100 100
Sowing/planting
Males in household 20 26 2 0
Females in household 62 44 93 100
Both males and females 18 31 5 0
Total 100 100 100 100
Weeding
Males in household 18 38 2 0
Females in household 36 24 77 87
Both males and females 47 38 21 13
Total 100 100 100 100
Watering
Males in household 9 9 28 0
Females in household 33 47 51 54
Both males and females 58 44 21 46
Total 100 100 100 100
Applying chemicals
Males in household 62 42 28 0
Females in household 36 56 62 100
Both males and females 2 2 10 0
Total 100 100 100 100
Harvesting
Males in household 36 15 13 0
Females in household 38 56 33 80
Both males and females 27 29 54 21
Total 100 100 100 100
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